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Preface

| have always beenfaschated wih Adolf Hitler ard World War 1I. It seens that
throughout my educaion ard lifetime, the topic of how Hitler s Gemary amost ruled the
entire world was congantly mentioned in either conversation, books, movies, or television
programs. The selection of Hitler as amilitary leader as my project for Air Command and
Staff College presrted me with an opportunity to conduct reseach usng memoir
literature, official studies,ard secadary saurces b lean more albout the nystique tehind
the man. In order to evaluae Hitler as a military leader, | examined his strengths,
weakresseshis decsion making process.ard, spediicaly, his involvenert in the infamous
“stop” order issued atDurkirk ard hs “no retreat policy issued atStalingrad. The
purpose of this project was not to establish the fact that Hitler was indeed a military
“genius’ or amilitary “failure” as so many have tried before. It is only meant to anayze a
man ard the diferent aspect o leadeshp he enployed duing hs damination of
Germany during World War II. If we can gan insights from history on the strengths and
weaknesses of military leaders and learn from them, then the pumpaose behind this project
will have been achieved.

| would also like to ackrowledge bhe gudarce aml assstarce | receved from Dr.
Richard Muller, my facuty reseach advsor, ard the Air University Library Staff for

making this research project possible.
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Abstract

Before the var, and sill more during the conquesof the West, Hitler
came to appeaa gigantic fgure, combining thestrategyof a Napoleon
with the cunning ofh Machiavelli and thednatical £vourof a Mohomet.
After hisfirst check in Rssia, his figure began tolwrink, and tovards the
endhewasregardedasa blunderng amateuiin the militayy field, whose
crazy orders and ciass ignorance had been thellies’ greate$ asset. All
the disagers of the German Army were attributed to Hitler; all its
successes were credited to the German General Staff.

—B. H. Liddell Hart

Lidddl Hart goes on to say that while this description of Adolf Hitler may not be
entirely true, there is certainly some truth to it." While conductng the reseach for this
project, it becane increasng appaent that in the late 1930sHitler wasindeed a sccesful
military leader. The impetus behind this success was pHy due b Hitlers pdlitical
decsion making process wicth, in effect laid the foundation for World War 1. Howe\er,
ashis succesgontinuedto mount, he becane nore ard more involved n the intricaces d
battlefield tacics ard strategy. This is where Hitlers ard Gemary’s eertual downfall
for the caxquestof Europe kegan Upon exanining Hitler' s strengths, weakresses,ard
decison making processes as a military leader one can begin to fully appreciate how the
infamous “stop” order at Durkirk ard his “no retreat” policy at Stalingrad ae often

referred to as Hitler's greatest blunders of World War II.

Notes

! B. H. Liddell Hart, The German Generals TalfNew York: Morrow, 1948), 3.



Chapter 1

Hitler’'s Political DecisionMaking Process

Personality and Goals

In order to peform a leadeship aralysis of Adolf Hitler, one nust understand the
compelling aspects of his pesonality. Frst and foremost, Hitler saw himself as “an agent
of Providence, a man of Destiny, whose vision of the future was infallible.”* Hitler was
convinced keyond ary doubt that it was e, and he alone, who possessedhe vision, the
will power, and the pdlitical and military insight to restore Germany to her rightful place
anong the aher nations o the wald. This aweinspring sef-confiderce dd, howewer,
have its drawbacks as demonstrated by Hitler's inability to acceptcriticism from those
who may not have agreed wih his eriightered @inions, views, or decsions. It was ot
uncommon for Hitler to break nto a Jolert rage am behave much like a spaled child
who didn't get his way wherewer his judgment wasquesioned. This type d personality
made it extrenely hard for Hitler to charge his mind once te had reacted a deion or to
modify the goals he felt destined to achiéve.

Hitler s carer was clarackerized ly the awesae paver he acheved over the
Geman pe@le ard how he was ake to use 1 to attain his pditical goals. His power over

the peple was patly due b his exraordinary talent as anorator. “His speechswere an



instrument of pdlitical intoxication that inspired a degree of fervor in his listeners that
seens o defy deinition ard exlamation. Hitler was a raster at the use © the spden
word ard a gerfus atthe at of manipulating mass popagamla or his pditical erds. His
uncanny ability to appeal to the subconscious and irrational needs of his audience and to
solicit the desired response made him a formidable pdiitical figure.”® Walter Langer best
describes what it was like to attend one of Hitler’s inspirational rallies:

Hitlerwas a sbwman with a geatserse for the diamatic. Not only did he

schedule his speecbs kte in the evering when his audernce wauld be tired

ard their resistarce bwered through natural causesbut would alvays serd

an assstart alead of time to make a shrt speechard wam up the

auderce. Storm troopers always played an important role at these

meeings ard would line the asle through which he would pas. At the

psychological moment, Hitler would appeaiin the door at the back d the

hdl. Then with a smal group béiind him, he would march through the

rows of S.A. men to reachthe speakés table. He rever glarced b the

right or to the left as ke came dowvn the asle ard becane greaty amoyed if

aryone tried to accest him or hampered hs piogress. Wherever possble

he would have a band present, and would srike up a lively military march
as he came down the aiSle.

It was not uncommon for women to faint or for the crowd’s emotions to range from
tearsto an overwhelming frenzy to the point they were ready and willin g to believe dmost
arything he told them Hitler was ae d the first pditicians to utilize the modem
technology of his time such as foodlights, puldic address sgtens, radio broadcass, ard
air trarspatation to keep he pullic constantly awae o his pditical views. Time ard
time agan, he bombarded he Geman pe@le with the same undedying message: the
crucial moment was at hand for Gemary to face ler destny, that her problems were
unique, ard they required new ard denanding olutions, ard alove al it washe ard he

alone who could provide Germany with the leadership she needed to achieve her destiny.



Hitler was cawvinced Gemary's desiny necessated the reed br more living space
or lebensaum to the ea$ in order to maintain their living famdamds ard suppat
Gemary's eer increasing populaton. He kelieved Gemary was m longer capalbe of
providing the food supply necesary to sudain the messes within her own borders ard
could not afford to purchase wiat was reeded fom foreign countries. This would also
make Germany dependent on others for survival and, more importantly, vulnerable to
starvation in case dwar. Accarding to Liddel Hart, Geman docurrents revealthat Hitler
wasvisited in November 1937 ty Lord Haifax, who held the pasition of Lord Presdert of
the Cauncil ard ranked secad in the Calnet to the Rime Minister. During their
conversation, Lord Halifax led Hitler to believe that Britain would alow him free hand in
Eastem Europe to pursue his desire for lebensaum. “As these dounments stow, these
ewverts precpitated Hitlers acion. He tough that the lights hed charged to green

"6 Hitler was

alowing him to proceedeasward. It was a ery natural conclusion.
convinced that with the controlled will of the people and the “green light” from Britain,

nothing could prevent his dreamlebensraunfrom becoming a reality.

Hitler's Grand Strategy?

Hitler s palitical maneuvers piior to the Secand World War highlight the quesbn:
Did al of these adbns represen a penedtated gand strategy or were they just
situaions that presemed thenseles wth a low risk of confrontation with other nations?
Without a doult, Hitler wanted to dismantle the Treaty of Versalles. “Every power-
seeking pditician in the cauntry, including Adolf Hitler, spckesnan of the upsert National

Socialist Geman Workers’ (Nazi Party), atacked be teat.”’ This platform, combined



with Hitler's dmost hypnotic talent as an orator, facilit ated his rise to power and control
over Gemary’s destny which he felt he, ard he alone, stould cantrol. H. R. Trewvor-
Roper best captures Hitler’s belief in himself as the only one with the capability to restore
the lost German empire to her greatness when he states:

Hitler distrusted hs siccesses, as Ie distrusted hs predecessos, who had

been too ft. Only he he bdieved, ‘the hardest man in centuries’, had the

qudities for such a ‘Cyclopean task’: the vision, the will- power, the

combination of military and pdiitical, pdlitical and ‘world-historical’ insight.

Therefore the whole programme of conquest from beginning to erd, must

be carried through by him, pesonaly. Nor could it be left to his

suwbordinates, his generals.  He distrusted hs generals too. Like all

professiona soldiers, they didiked the prospect of great wars. Milit ary

parades, quick victories in limited campagns—these were pat of their

business; but a major war of revenge againg the West, or a major war of

conquestaganst the East, was a pospect that alarmed them It alammed

themas sddiers; it also alarmed themas coservatives. To ervisagesucha

war with confiderce ae hed to be, not a caservative Prussan staff-

general, but a revolutionary nationalist, able to command obedient, if

reluctant, generalsin fact, a Hitle®

Hitler was conmitted ard driven by his obsessn for power ard his pursuit of
lebensaum to the point of resorting to wer if his obectives could not be oltained by
palitical mears. The gard strategy to attain those dojectives, howewer, followed more
closely to that of an oppartunist than of a gard srategist This does ot mean that
Hitler’s strategy was ad hoc;it simply implies that eachstep was @ken one at a time to
test the waers before proceedng to the rext. With the will of the people behind him,
Hitler began to make his vision a reality.
The West, ard nore spedicaly Frarce, was usure of Hitler's long range plars for

Gemary and appehersive to saythe leastwith regard to the future state o affairs. In
order to quiet the feas d the West, Hitler signed a mn-aggesson pactwith Poland in

January of 1934 which he used asa ngjor propagaila vctory ard frequenly cited asan



exanple of Gemary's peacetl intentions. “The pactwith Poland is a pefect exanple o
Hitler’s intuitive genius and of the way in which he was able to manipulate his foreign
audience much as he had done with his domestic audignce.”

With the West temporarily at ease vih Hitlers acions, his next move was directed
aganst the Treaty of Versailles. In March of 1935, Hitler amounced b the wald that
Gemmary would no longer honor the dsamanert clauses b the trealy ard reinstated
military conscription. One year later, on March 7, 1936, Hitler sent a parly equpped ad
undemamed Geman amy marching into the Rhnelard. This acion was n direct
violation of Articles 42,43, and 44 of the treaty which had created a “demilit arized zone”
in the Rhineland and barred any German military activity within 50 kilometers of the Rhine
River. Hitlers gereras were so assued that Frarce wauld goto war over the Rhinelard
that they had prepaed anevacuaton planto sawe as nany Gemantroops as pesble from
their inevitalde fate. Hitler, however, wert atead wih his plan ignoring their concems
ard reganed the territory without a slot being fired. Surprisingly, the Frerch ard the
British, whose cambined grength could have stopped Hiler in his tracks did nothing
more thanvoice teir disappoval of Gemary’s actons, which meart in effectthey looked
the aher way. Hitler agan sezed he noment ard in order to prove to the rest of the
world that his future intentions were indeed peacef, proposed a werty-five-year non
aggesson pactwith Frarce. The wald breahed easer once nore while Hitler scaed yet
another diplomatic victory’

The next two years passed ¥ without ary further indicaion of Hitlers overt
conquest for eastvard exparsion. During this petiod, howewer, Hitler continued b

strengthen his military forces to a point where he felt confident enough to meke his next



move—Audria. On March 12,1938, Hitler dectded b send Geman troops into Audria
at the requestof Seyssinquat, the leaderof the AustianNazi party, under the premse of
restoring order to the land. As the Geman amy crossed le border, they were met by
cheeing crowds d Austiars wetoming their arival. Hitler himself wert to Austria that
sane day to proclaim the unon of Austia aml Gemary. He gae the Austiars an
oppartunity to vote on the union in early April and an overwhelming mgority (over 99
percert of the voters) voted in favor of the reunificaion of Austiia with the Geman Retch
effecive asof March 13, 1938. Agan, the British ard Frerch Governments seened to
condone Hitler's march into Austria by not taking any action against'him.
Czeclodovakia was ext on Hitler s agemla. After World War |, over 3.2 million
Gemars weke left in the region of Czecloslovakia caled the Sudeenlard. They claimed
they were being mistreaed ty the Czeclpe@le ard government ard warted rothing nore
than to be reunited with their Geman homeland. When Hitler informed hs saff of his
plars © take the Sudeenlard from Czecloslovakia, Gereral Ludwig Beck,the Chief of
the Gerera Staff, wasconvinced tis acion would lead b Gemary’s min ard resigned
from office. Hitler, inspred ly his own sef-confiderce ard aganst the advice of his
gererals, decdedthat Britain ard Frarce wauld not go to war over the Sudeenlard ard
threaered © use brce agaist the Czechgovernment if they refused © recagnize the
Sudeen Gemars’ denmands or indepemnlerce. His bold statenmerts spaked the fearin
Europe d yet arother war. On Sepenber 29, 1938, Britain ard Farce ageed o a
meeing with Hitler in Munich sponsared by Mussdini to try ard resdve the stuation
through peacail mears. The Sviet Union ard, more importantly, Czeclosovakia were

not invited to atend the neeing. Britain ard Frarce agreedto Hitler s terms regarding



the Geman occupaton of the Sudeenlard ard were confidert peacevasonce agan to be
maintained. This appeasrert did not last long ard on March 15, 1939Hitler decdedto
send in his troops and occupy what was left of CzechosloVakia.

Within a netter of days atter Hitlers occupaton of Czeclodovakia, Britain ard
France pubicly announced their commitment to defend Poland aganst Hitler’s aggression
if he decdedto move aganst her. Britain's suddenhard line garce agaist Hitler may
have beendue b Prime Minister Chamberlain’s enarrassnert after Hitlers violation of
the Murich Agreenert in which Chanberlain felt “the pressue of pubic indignation, or
his own indignation, or his anger a having been fooled by Hitler, or his humiliation at
having been made to look a fool in the eyes of his own pebple.”

Despte repeaed pioclamations that Britain and Frarnce wauld defend Poland, Hitler
was caifidert they would ot interfere with his plars. To bolster his confiderce, Hitler
sgned he NaziSoviet Non-Aggresion Pactwith Joseph Stalin on Augug 22, 1939.
Hitler s decsion to arange the pactwith Stalin proved b be mutualy beneficial to both
paties. Stalin was more than willing to sign the agreement since he felt the West was
trying to isolate im by excluding the Soviet Union from the Murich proceedngs. Hitler,
on the other hand, was now assured that if war was inevitable, the Soviet Union would na
be a factor against him thus, insuring victory for Germany.

Up to ths pant, Hitler's quest for lebensaum had been accanplished by purely
palitical mears. His sef-confiderce aml arogarce had grown to the point that everyone
ard ewerything around him appeaed © be unmportant since he was he ane wip, aganst
the adwce d his gemrals, masterminded eachard ewery critical bloodless, ard

unchallenged vctory for Gemary without going to war. Hitler saw hmself as atrue



military genius—a measter of drategy and tactics unlike the conservative generals who

served under hin?.
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Chapter 2

Hitler As A Military Leader

Strengths

Although Hitler will always be remembered for the atrocities he caused during the
Secand World War, he did pcssess sewal strengths that are claracieristic of a good
military leader. Hitler had the uncanny ability to commit precise details to memory,
paticularly historical information, techical facts, ecaiomic statistics, ard pastpeisonal
experierces. “It emaded him to retain inessetials exacty ard to store awayewerything he
ever saw: his teaclers ard classnates;the figuresin the Wild West stories of Karl May;
the authors of books he had onceread;eventhe trard name of the kicycle he had used as
a cadrier in 1915. He abo remembered he exact daies of ewverts in his palitical career, the
inns where e had styed, ard the stees an which he had beendriven”* To compersae
for Hitler s lack d educaion in the techical field, he would read eerything that was put
in front of him. David Irving is unsure if Hitler had a secret method which enhanced his
power of memory but does offer the following as an example of Hitler’s retentive ability:

When the Red Bok of ams producion reacled hm each month, he
would take a srap of paperard, usng a cdored pertil selecied fom the
tray on his desk,scibble dovn a few random figures as & ran his eyes
over the cdumns. Then he would throw awaythe paper—but the figures

remaned inddibly in his memory—colunmn by column, year after year—to
confound his bureaucratic but more fallibble aides with the proof of their



own dhortcomings One month he pounced on a printing eror in the
curent Red Bak: an“8” instead d a “3.” He had remembered the right
figure from the previous month’s editién.

Hitler's amazing memory also served him well in his ability to comprehend technical
matters ard problems with amaments. His knowledge d gurs, tanks, ships ard their
capabilities as weapons of war benefited Germany’s war fighting machine. Hitler was
credited with the idea of mounting 75-millimeter long-barrel guns in German tanks and
pointing out the law in Geman warship desgn in which the forecaste washbuilt so low
that it would dive beneah the waes in heawy seas. He was wdlversed n the amament
ard speedof Geman ard foreign warships as welas wiere denolition charges sbuld be
placedon caral bridges or the greaest effect how thick the cacrete should be in
fortificaions, ard the type d gurs that should be used @ the Nawegian fjords. Hitler
had a firm grasp on the capabilities of the gasoline engine and was aways interested in
other techical areas, spediicaly in the producton of synthetic meterials. He cauld
instartly recal the effect of the erenmy’s latest weapm systens am figures petaining to
German and enemy war produdion. He relied heavily on civilian professionals to run his
armament program since he felt military technologists were lazy, bureaucratic, and
backward. Hitler's technical ability and direct contributions to the war effort are even
more anmazing due b the fact that he never receved ary formal educaion in tecmology
and did not have a background in industry.

Hitler credited his military leadership to the experience he ganed as a commaon soldier
in the First World War where ke receved the coveted Iron Cross &cand Class ad ako
the Iron Cross Frst Class wich was ae o Gemary's hghest decaations duing that

period. Hitler believed, based a his pesonal expelierce, that he could view the Lettle

10



from a soldier’s perspective and understood how the common soldier felt when fighting on
the front lines.

Field Marshal Erich von Marstein credis Hitler with a rumber of characteristics
essential to military leadership such as a srong will, nerves of geel, and undeniable
intelligence. However, Manstein does not agree with Hitler's self- proclaimed sense of
identification with or compassion for the common soldier.

Hitler was alvays harping on his ‘soldierly’ outlook ard loved to recal that
he had acquired his military experience as a front-line-soldier, his character
had aslittle in common with the thoughts ard envtions of sddiers as tad
his party with the Prussian virtues which it was so fond d invoking. Hitler
was cetainly quite cleatty informed d conditions at the front through the
reports e receved from the amy groups ad amies. In addtion, he
frequently interviewed officers who had just returned from the front-line
areas. Thus he was ot only awae d the aclevements d our troops, but
also knew what continuous overstrain they had had to erdure. Losses.as
far as ke was cocemed, were merely figures whch reduced fighting
power. They were urlikely to have serioudy disturbed hm asa human
being®

Hitler also possessed the ability to adjust his conversation to the mentality of his
auderce. He cauld discuss highly techical matters with indugrialists, ergage i pdlitical
conversations with diplomats, or smplify complex problems to a level easlly understood
by the common working class. Hitler used this talent to buld his self-confidence by na
allowing himself to fed intimidated when surrounded by those of a higher educational or
cultural backgiound ard could comfortably discusssuchtopics as & muskc, or literature.
Hitler aso used this skill when he wanted to persuade someone to accepthis pant of
view. He alvays knew why a peson warted b see im before they arived ard had his

counter-argunrerts so wel prepaed hat the individual would leawe cawinced that

Hitler's logic was sound and not unreasonable.
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Weaknesses

An aralysis of Hitler's strengths reveak the very foundaton of his weakesses. His
exacting memory eralded him to recal spediic detils from eatier briefings presemned by
his officers, and they had to be careful that what they told him in the future completely
agreed wih what they had told in the past If Hitler deected ary devation from what he
was previoudy briefed, he immediately assumed his offic ers were intentionally trying to
deceve him. This assurption continued © convince Hiler that his officers could not be
trusted. By not trusing them Hitler took awaythe very essene of leadeshp—alowing
sulordinate commanders the freedan to make decsions tesed m their expelierce aml
knowledge of the battlefield.” However, Hitler's urrelenting conviction that he alone
should control Germany’s destiny is best described by H. R. Trevor-Roper who explains:

He did not, like the nen of 1914, ‘blunderinto war: he wert into it with
his eyes wde @en And sice hs eyes wee open ard other’s half shut, or
smarting from the dug which he himself had thrown in them, he was
determined hat he alone stould control his war He abne urderstood his
whole pdicy; he alone cauld vary its detils to meetcircumstarces ad yet
keep its ultimate ams and essential course constant; and war, which was

but pdicy continued by other means, was far too serious a business to be
left to generals, or indeed to anyone élse.

Hitlers distrust for his generals was kased upa the siccess b had acheved in the
early war years which, more often than not, was atained aganst the advice of his military
experts. Based o these seeingly easyuvictories, Hitlers sef-confiderce grew to the
point that he began to view himself as a great military leader, or even more gecificaly—a
true military genius This overconfidence, comhined with the extreme misrug of his
gererals, becane the diving force kehind Hitler s intricate involverrert in military maters

down to the minute detil. To prove the pant, Hitler organzed hs Supreme Canmand so

12



that no one was m a pcsition to advse hm on grard stategy or even draft a war plan
without his drectinvolverrert. The Opeations Staff of the OK.W., which wasoriginally
desgred b perform this function, becane rothing more than an averue for Hitler to use
to distribute his orders to the military commanders. The commanders, in turn, had no
input into the meking of grand drategy ard often had no idea wiat troops were being
assigred to different areas of responsibility.® This, of course, lead b numerous heaed
argunerts betweenHitler ard his sulerdinate canmanders o the point that many either
resigned a were replaced i they failed to agee with Hitlers decsions. Trewvor-Roper
offers the best exanple o Hitler s involvement in the detils of battle ard the strict control
he held over his commanders:

‘I must point out, Hitler would inform his commanders-in-chief on al

fronts during the Allied advance in Western Europe, ‘that the mantenance

of signals canmunicatons, paticulady in heaw fighting and critical

situaions, is a perequsite for the caduct of the kettle, ard he insisted

that his harassed generals report to him al their orders, ‘so that | have time

to intervere in this decsion if | think fit, and that my counter-orders can
reach the front-line troops in tim&”’

Hitler's confidence in his military leadership ability, however, was filled with flaws.
His military experience duiing the First World War, to which he was so fond of referring,
was very limited. He lacked the experience of commanding troops in the field and never
served as a staff officer which severely handicapped his ability to assess and analyze a
military Stuation logically from the viewpoint of a seasoned military officer. Hitler
consistently depbyed troops into combat with complete disregad for such matters as
supply, logistics, ard sustainmert. Ornce rew weap Systens were deweloped, Hitler's
only concem was seelig that they were dispathed  the front assoon asposshble without

consideting whether the men respasible for the equpmert had beenfully trained or if the
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weapa had beentested under combat conditions prior to its use. Hitlers constant
compaiison of Gemary's war producton with that of his ereny failed to take into
consideration the capabilities of the weapons being produced. As a result, Hitler refused
to acceptary reports d his erenmy’s supeiority, no matter how reliable the reports may
have been armd would counter theseassetions by pointing out the deiciercies d the
enemy as compared to Germany’s production figtires.

Hitler s leadeshp principle of holding on to ewery inch of territory once caquered,
otherwise krown as s “no retreat pdlicy,” can be traced lack © his eyperierces as a
corporal in the Arst World War. Hitler witnessed bw eadly the fighting troops would
retreatto estblished deknse iines kehind them rather than continue b fight ard hold the
ground they had already woiccording to Percy Schramm:

For Hitler, defense lines b the rear exerted a “magretic” force on the
fighting troops, ard one slould never tempt them by prematurely prepaing
defense linesbehind them Hitler never forgot how eadly the troops cauld
breakinto a stanpedeonce they had beensqueezed @ of the trerches,
ard how hard it was b stop the infantryman, the “poor worm” ashe caled
him, in open country. What Hitler had leaned in 191741918 wasthat it
seemed better to hold on to present positions, no matter how high the
casudty rate, no mater how vulnerable to ar atacks and artillery fire, no
matter how weakemd by locaized Wweakhroughs, thanto order the troops

to fall back acoss @encountry to the rext deense line, thoughit might be
operationally more favorabfé.

A mgor fault in Hitler's military leadership was his belief that victory on the
battlefield could be atained meely through the power of his own will. Hitler was
convinced that if his will could be felt by the youngest soldier on the battlefield, they too
would urderstand the sgnificarce d his decsions aml success wdd cetainly be
acheved. Field Marshal von Marstein does agee that a supeme canmander must have a

strong will to be victoriousand that battles have been lost when a leade’s will failed him
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at the critical moment. However, he feels Hitler’'s overestimation of his own will directly
influerced his battlefield decsions t the pant that he refused b face ealty and accept
advice from those around him.

The will for victory which gives a commander the srength to see a grave

crisis through is something very different from Hitler’s will, which in the

last analysis semmed from a belief in his own ‘mission.” Such a belief

inevitably makes a man imperviousto reason and leads him to think that his

own will can operate even beyond the limits of hard realit y—whether these

consst in the presee d far superor ereny forces,in the conditions of

space ath time, or merely in the fact that the ereny also happers to have a
will of his own.

In the face & his will, the essential elements of the ‘appreciation’ of a
gtuation on which every military commande’s decision must be based
were virtually eliminated And with that Hitler turned his back on reality.

Hitler wasconvincedhis successni the pditical arera ar rise b power was diecty
attributable to the power of his will. Therefore, he felt if his initial success was testimony
to his will power, this same will power could be used to achieve success as a military
leaderard on the kettlefield no metter what the adds wee aganst him. This belief seved
only to lengthenthe distarce etweenHitler ard his germrals. If success washtained, it
was through the power of his will; failure, on the other hand, was due primarily to his

generals’ lack of conviction to his will.

Decision Making Process

While Hitler tried to presem himself as a ery decsive leaderwho meticulously
plamed eachard ewtry step d his gand strategy, quite the goposite was tue. When
faced wih a dfficult decsion, Hitler procrastinated or days ard sametimes weeksbefore
he would resdve the situation ard amounce hs decsion. It was duing these papds hat

Hitler wanted to be left done and not be bothered by his immediate gaff. He would often
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lock himself in his room alone am pace bck aml forth for what seened © be miles on
end. Hitler would sometimes leave Berlin without telling anyone and go to Berchtesgaden
to be by himself so a nat to be distracted by urwanted intrusons His mood would
change dramatically and was often ill- tempered and depressed. He did not care to discuss
the matter with anyone ard would ignore those aound him urtil he had reacked hs
decsion.** Field Marshal von Manstein stated hat Hitler would procrastinate “every time
it was urgently necessary for us to commit forces to battle in time to forestall an
operational successYothe ereny or to prevert its exloitation. The Germral Staff had to
struggke with Hitler for days on erd before it could get forces releagd from less-
threatened sectors of the front to be sent to a crisis Spot.”

Hitler did not appoach decsion-making in a lbgical, wel-though-out manner. The
logical method of decsion-making involves galtering the facts, determining possble
alternatives o the pioblem based o the facts, weighing the advantagesard disadwartages
of eachalternative, ard then sekcing the best aternative. Hitlers process wasust the
opposite. Orce e had reacled a dedion, either through intuition or same other mears,
Hitler would then gather facts to suppat his decsion. Once he felt comfortable ard
convinced hs decsion was umlerialdy correct, he would cal in his adutants, no matter
what time of the day or night, to listen to him until he was finished. Next he would call in
his Gerral Staff ard presem his decsion to themin what appeaed © be a rational, wel-
orgarized manner. Orce hs decsion was nade, it was amost impaossble o charge hs
mind. If arnyone dared challenge Hilers decsion or judgnert, he would became very

argry ard attimes lreak nto a rage, thus peverting ary further discussin on the matter.
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Once hs phanof acion was accegt by his Gemral Staff, his mood would charge ard he

would become cheerful and approachable once ayain.

Notes

! Pacy Sdramm, Hitler: TheMan and the Mitary Leadertrandated by Dondd
Detwiler (Chicago:Quadrangle Books, 1971), 70.

? David Irving,Hitler's War (New York: Viking Press, 1977), 87.

% Ibid., 86 aml Schanm, Hitler: The Man and the Mitary Leader 103105 ami
Erich von Mandein, Lost Victories, edited and trarslated ky Anthony Powell (Chicaga
Regnery, 1958), 274.

* SchrammHitler: The Man and the Military Leadgt0, 108.

® MansteinLost Victories 280-281.

® Heinz Guderan Panzr Leader trandated by Congantine Fitzgibbon (New York:
Dutton & Co, 1952), 430-432 amMdanstein Lost Victories 285-286.

" Schramm, Hitler: The Man and the Mitary Leader 70 aml Manstein, Log
Victories 285.

® Adolf Hitler, Blitzkrieg to Deéat: Hitler's War Directives193941945 edied ly
H.R. Trevor-Roper (New YorkHolt, RineharandWinston,1965),xvii.

® Schramm, Hitler: The Man and the Mitary Leader 134 ad Manstein, Log
Victories 283.

19 Hitler, Blitzkrieg to Defeatxxiv.

™ Irving, Hitler's War, 113 al Alan Bullock, Hitler A Study in Tyanny (London:
Odhams Press, 1952), 611 and Mansteist Victories 275-280.

12 SchrammHitler: The Man and the Military Leadget54.

13 Manstein Lost Victories 276-277.

* Walter Langer, TheMind of Adolf Hitler (New York: Basic Books, 1972) 7273
ard Janes Duffy, Hitler Slept Late Ad OtherBlundes That Cos Him The War (New
York: Praeger, 1991Xii.

!> Manstein Lost Victories 278.

' Langer,The Mind of Adolf Hitler73-76.

17



Chapter 3

Hitler's Milit ary “Mistakes”/” Blunders”

Dunkirk “Stop” Order

One of the most controversial questions in the history of World War 11 surrounds the
infamous “stop” order issued n the last days of May 1940 which allowed the British
Expedtionary Force (over 338226 men including 26176 Ferch) to esape fom
Durkirk. The controversy is based upm two separate quesions. Frst, wasHitler solely
respansible for the decsion to stop his advancing amy at the gaes o Durkirk, or did
Gerera Gerd von Rurdstedt make the decsion ard Hitler merely agiee wth him based o
Runddedt's military expertise? The second question, and perhaps the most debated
among military historians and military leaders dike, is why was the stop order issued at
all?

In respanseto the first quesion, there seem lttle daubt that Hitler did in fact insist
that the sbp order be issued a his owvn behalf. Hitler was aleadynervous over the ease
at which his amies had successilly adwanced nto Frarce aml was quie concemed by the
lack of overwhelming resistance his armies continued to encourter. All of this seemed too
good to betrue and only served to haghten his concern, snce he was nat sure what the

Frerch ard British might be plaming from the sauth. Hitler s uneasness wasainforced
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when he visited Rundgedts Army Group A Headquders on May 24th. Rundgedt
informed Hitler that he was camcemed alout the waythe tank strength had beenreduced
during the long ard e)pedtious adwnce acoss Farce aml, more importantly, the
possibility of further engagements with the enemy from the north and the south. Hitler
agred wih Rurdstedts resevations ard warted © saw his pareer force for future
operations. He cauld not risk losing them fighting in the Harders marshes. Although
undoubtedly inspred ly Rurdstedt s stared caoxcem over the candition ard strength of the
pareer forces,the decsion to hat the atack d the amored force atthe Cardl Line ard
not alow ary further advances leyond that paint was nade by Hitler alone. Later that
day after meeing with Rurdstedt, Hitler caled for the Commanderin-Chief of the Army
ard ater a reaked dscussin, insisted hat the tanks ke halted anl the infamous sbp order
was issued.

There remains one further argumert that lends itself to suppat the fact that it was
Hitler’s decision to issue the sop order and not Rundgedt's overwhelming influence over
him as some may assume After the British did escape from Durkirk, Hitler never tried to
lay the blame of his mistake on the advice of his generals as he had o often done in the
past. As Liddell Hart states, “Such negative evidence is as significant ag any.”

The final question of why Hitler issued the sop order offers several possibilit ies.
Hitler was cavinced fom his owvn personal expelierce during the First World War that
the nmuddy Harders terrain was not suited or heaw amor. The marshes were
crisscossed wih carals ard drainage diches whch made ank maneuver hazadous aml
vulnerade to heaw lossesfithey fell prey to British or Frerch attack. Hitler warted to

sawe as nany tanks as le possbly could for his battle aganst the French and his march
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into Paris which was the rext phase & Hitlers plan—the dekat of the Frerch Army.
Therefore, Hitler sawno serse in squanleling his tank force n the swampy lowlards d
the Flanders marshes, or for that matter, destoyed in the stees o Durkirk when they
could be put to better use in the futdre.

The most compelling arguent behind Hitler’s issuance of the sop order was Field
Marshal Hemrmam Goering’s assuaince D Hitler that the Luftwaffe was nore than capalbe
of single-hardedly stopping the ewacuaton of the Biitish Expedtionary Force BEF) at
Durkirk. Hitler saw his as anopportunity to sawe his precious paazer force fom the
hazads d the Harders region ard give Goering a clarce © scae a dedive victory for
his Luftwaffe. Goering's insistercethat the Luftwalffe could finishthe job without the ad
of the amy may have influerced Htler s decsion as well since a vctory by Goering would
surely dery the amy gererals from reapng the gbry of the triumph. Therefore, with
assuancesfrom Goering and Hitler s concem over the pcsble reaw loss d tanks o the
Flarders region, Hitler issued te gop order with the urderstanding that Durkirk would
be left to the Luftwaffé.

Hitler s decsion to alow the Luftwaffe to destoy the BE- on the stores d Durkirk
completely contradicts the assertion of those who may have felt Hitler had political
motives for issuing the stop order. It has beensuggesed ly Liddel Har, through an
interview with Blumentritt who was Rundgedt’s operational planner, that Hitler may have
intentionally alowed the BHE- to escaperbm Durkirk in order to make peace wvih the
British easier to achieve. This assumption is based on Hitler's visit to Rundgedt's

headquarters on May 24th in which Blumentritt recalls:
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Hitler was in very good Hlumor, he admitted that the course of the
canpagn had been‘a decded mirack, ard gawe us hs ginion that the
war would be finished n six weeks. After that he wished to conclude a
reasmale peacewith Frarce, ard then the way would be free br an
agreement with Britain.

He then asbnished us by speaking with admration of the British Empire,
of the necessity for its existence, and of the civilisation that Britain had
brought into the world. He remarked, with a shrug of the shoulders, that
the creaion of its Empire had beenacheved by mears that were often
harsh, but ‘where there is plaming, there ae slavings tying’. He
compared the British Empire with the Caholic Church—sayng they were
both essential elements of gability in the world. He said that all he wanted
from Britain was tat she stould ackrowledgeGemary’s position on the
Continert. The return of Gemary's lost caonies waild be desrable hut
not essential, and he would even offer to suppat Britain with troops if she
should ke involved in any difficulties anywhere. He remaked that the
colonieswere primarily a nmetter of presige, since hey could not be held in
war, and few Germans could settle in the tropics.

He concludedby sayng that his am was b make peace wh Britain on a
basis that she would regard as compatible with her hdo@acept

If Hitler truly believed that by alowing the BEF to escapdrom Durkirk would have
easedpeace @ations with Britain, he would have never ordered Geering’s Luftwatffe to
attack. Accading to Gereral Heinz Guderan “Hitler ard alove all Goering believed
Gemanair supenmacyto be strong eroughto prevert the e\acuaton of the British forces
by sea:® The gpartunity for the Luftwaffe to inflict sefous casuaies on the ereny by
bombing them from the air during their escape attempt certainly had merit.

Hitler's army generals, on the other hand, were completely appdled when they
receved the aderthat Durkirk was b be left to the Luftwaffe. Manstein later wrote that,
“Durkirk wasone of Hitler s most decsive mistakes! He gaes o further to express s
discontent by stating, “Hitler had a certain instinct for operational problems, but lacked the

thoroughtraining of a military commander which enables the latter to acceptconsiderale

risks n the caurse d anoperation because & knows e canmaster them In this case,
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therefore, Hitler preferred the saé sdution of defensive acton to the kolder method
suggesed by Army Group A”" Gudeian was abo peiplexed when he receved
notificaton of the stop order and stated, “On this day (the 24th) the Supreme Canmand
intervened in the operations in progress, with results which were to have a most disastrous
influerce a the whole future course d the war. Hitler ordered theleft wing to $op on
the Aa. It was brbiddento cross tat stream We were not informed d the reasms for
this. The ader contained the wards: ‘Durkirk is to be left to the Luftwaffe'....We wee
utterly speechless.”

The true reasons for Hitler's historic decision to issue the stop order will never be
known. Justasthis accaint is nothing more than specudtion, the fact remains that over
336000 nen survived D fight arother day Telford Taylor best summarizesthe everts as
they occurred at Dunkirk:

And sqg while the Biitish were prepaing ard commencing the greaest
naval rescue @eraton in recaded hstory, Hitler and the gereras
wrargled alout the sbp-order ard husied henselves wih plars for the
appoachng offensive on the Ssmme-Aisne front. The sbp-order would
not have been issued but for the failure to grasp the urgency of cutting the
Allies off from the coast before the resourceful might of British sea power

could be brought to bearin a huge salage @eration. The reprieve of the
stop-order was the prelude to “the deliverance of DunKirk.”

Stalingrad “No Retreat” Policy

Hitlers urrelenting pdicy of no retreat at Stalingrad cost thousams of Geman
sddiers lives. Accading to Janes Dufy, “It was a pbcy of fanatical resistarce. On
October 14, 1942, Hitler issued his order to his troops ‘Every leadey down to squad

leadermust be convinced d his saced duy to stard fast come what may even if the
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ereny outflanks him on the right ard left, evenif his pat of the line is cut off, ercircled,
overrun by tanks, enveloped in smoke or gasséd.”

Hitler’s decision to hold Stalingrad at dl costs can be attributed to a smilar situaion
he facedin Moscow during the winter of 1941. The Soviets had launched a cainter-
offensive aganst the Geman amy on Decenber 6 ard Hitlers gererals saw m other
option available for their ammies ather thana nmessve retreatto estblish a nore deensible
position ard ewen courterattack. Aganst the advce d his gemrals, Hitler caegaicaly
refusedary requestto withdraw aml issued lte ader that the Geman amies wee to
stard firm ard fight to halt the ereny offensive. Those dficers wio refusedto follow
Hitler's orders were either dismissed or court-martialled." Hitler based lis decision on
the factthat “any largescak retreatby mgjor sectons of the amy in midwinter, given only
limited mahility, insufficient winter equipment, and no prepared positions in the rear, must
inevitably have the gravest consequencés.”

Eventhoughthousanls d Gemansddiers died fom further Soviet attacksard frost-
bite, the Gemanammy held out urtil the sping thaw ard did not allow the Soviet ammy to
break through their front lines. During this time, Hitler managed to reinforce his armies,
provide the despeately neededwinter clothing for his troops, ard savage nost of the
heavy equipment which enabled him to resume the offensive in‘1942.

Many of Hitler s gererals did not agree wth his decsion at the ime, but now feelit
washis greaestaccanplishmert of the warbased a the resuts o his ro retreat pdlicy.
Gerera von Tippekkirch, a caps aml later atmy commander, stated: “It was Hiler's one
great achevement. At that critical moment the troops wee remembering what they had

head alout Napdeon's retreatfrom Moscaow, ard living urder the stadow of it. If they
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had once beguna retreat it might have turned nto a paic flight.”** General Blumentritt
also agreed.
Hitler s fanatical order that the troops nust hold fast regardless n ewery
position ard in the nost impossible circumstarces was undoubtedly
correct The withdrawal could only be caried ait acioss te goencountry
sincetheroads ad tracks wee blocked wth srow. After a 'ew nights this
would prove too muchfor the troops who would smply lie down ard die
wherever they found thenseles. There wee no prepaed paitions in the

rearinto which they could be withdrawn, nor ary sat of line to which they
could hold on?

Hitler's successill decsion to overrule the requests from his generals to withdraw the
troops from Moscow convinced hm that his judgnent wascorrect ard, more importantly,
that the best defense aganst anattacking Soviet ammy was smply to hold the ground ard
fight. Therefore, Hitler found it hard to tolerate or even consider his gererals advce to
withdraw troops n future ergagenents with Soviet forces. This was he premnise Hitler
used to justify his decision to hold Stalingrad at all costs a yeafater.

On November 19, 1942, the Soiet ammy launched anoffensive aganst the Skth
Army, commanded by Genera Friedrich Paulus a Stalingrad. Hitler's Army Chief of
Staff, Gereral Kurt Zeitzler, tried to convince Hiler to alow Paulus © withdraw from
Stalingrad kefore his amy was canpletely surounded ty Soviet forces ad then attack
the Soviets from the rearin order to overcome the dfensive. Hitler becane infuriated
with Zeitzler ard refused to grart his reques.”” On November 21, Hitler decided hat the
Sixth Army must hold their ground “despie the damer of its temporary ercirclement” and
ordered Paulis to stard firm.*®* The following day, Paulus found himself completely
surrounded by two Soviet pincer units. Hitler dened Pauls reques to alow him the

“freedom of action” to withdraw from Stalingrad to the west while he ill had a chance to
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break trough the Soviet ercirclement. Accading to Gedfrey Jukes,Hitler's decsion
eraled him to “continue n the Lelief, delived from his e)perierce d the previous witer,
that refusal to withdraw was the correct response to Soviet atfdcks.”

Hitler s decsion also relied heavly upon Goering’s loasful assuance that the
Luftwaffe could airlift the badly neededood ard anmunition to the Sxth Army ard keep
them resuppled 2 they could cantinue © fight. The recesary supples, howewer, were
not geting through ard the arlift was ckaty afailure. Paulus continuedto keepHitler
updated on his lack of supples ard informed hm that “the plareswere no longer landing
at Gunrak arfield; they were just throwing out their loads n midar. The loads wee thus
largdy wasted, and the thousands of injured waiting to be flown out were left to suffer.”?°
Evenwith this vital information, Hitler was de¢rmined b stard by his decsion regardless
of the outcome am catinued b insist that Pauus hold his ground urtil the last man.
Manstein's assetion that Hitler s character had little in common with the thoughts ard
emotions of the commaon soldier was certainly proven in this case. As Manstein points
out, “The cause of Sixth Army’'s destruction & Stalingrad is obvioudy to be found in
Hitlers refusal—doubtless mainly for rea®ns of presige—ib give up the cty
voluntarily.”*

The Soviet amy, on two sepaate occasons, had offered Paulus an oppartunity to
surrender.  Pauls relayed the canditions to Hitler ard aked fr his pemission to
surrender stating that his troops were without food and ammunition, his wounded were in
seious reed é& medical atention, ard further deense was seseless. Hitlers respaise

remained he sane—hold your posttions atal costs. In a vain atempt to ersure Paulus’

loyalty, Hitler promoted hm to field marsha on January 30, 1943,ard reminded him that
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no Geman field marsha had ewer surendered. Howewer, on Jamarly 31, the final
message fom Pauls headquaers sated that the Soviet army was at the door ard the
remaining equpmernt was being desroyed. Hitler leamed ealy the rext morning that
Paulus had surrendered and over 90,000 German soldiers had been taken’prisoner.

Hitler s pregige wasshattered by Pautis surrender ard he could not understand how
arnyone could display such acs of didoyalty ard ingratitude. On February 1, Hitler held
his normally scheduled military meeting and expressed his disgug for Paulus cowardly
action.

The man should have shot himself just as the old commanders who threw
thenseles m their swards wrenthey sawtheir causewaslost. That goes
without saying.Even Varus gave his slave the ord&@sow kill me!.”

You have to imagine, he'll be brought to Moscow. There he will sign
anything. He'll make confessions, meke proclamations. You'll see: they
will now walk down the dope of spiritud bankruptcy to its lowest
depts....The individualmus die aryway. Beyond the life of the individual
is the Naton. But how aryone could be afraid of this moment of dea,
with which he canfree hmself from this misery, if his duy doesrit chain
him to this Vale of TearsNo!

What hurts memost, pesonally, is that | promoted him to Field Marshal. |
wanted to give him this final satisfaction. That's the last Field Marshal |
shall appaint in this war. You mustn’'t count your chickens before they are
hached. | don't understand that a dl. So many people have to die, and
then a man like that besnirchesthe heroism of so many others at the last
minute. He could have freed mself from al the sorow ard asceded nto
eternity and national immortality, but he prefers to go to Moscow. What
kind of choice is that?t just doesn’t make senég.

It dso made no sense for Hitler to insist that Stalingrad be held until the last man and
was cleaty a mstake in judgrernt on Hitlers behalf. Hitler believed that his military
genius would agan prevail over the advice d his gemrals. What Hitler failed to realze,
howewer, was hat his successit decsion to stard firm ard fight during the winter months

of Moscav could not be appled to ewery situation asstatus quo eachtime he found his
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amies cafronted ty Soviet forces. The crcunstarces Rulus facedat Stalingrad were
not the sane asthose ercountered by the Geman army at Moscow. Hitler' s decsion in
early November for Paulus to hold Stalingrad and not withdraw removed any possibility
for the Sxth Army to break trough the Soviet lines aul fight from a more defensible
position while they were ill combet capable. Hitler was dso convinced that airlitt would
provide the food ard anmunition needed ¢ continue the fight ard that reinforcenerts
would soon arrive to assst Paulus h amihilating the Soviet forces. The reinforcenerts,
howewer, never arived. Held Marsha von Manstein’s troops were unabe to reach
Stalingrad aml were driven back ty strong Soviet counter-attacks. The two closest
airfields had beenoverun ard the Luftwaffe's atempt to resupply Pauus amy by ar
falled mseraldy. Once he Sxth Army wasoverwhelmed by the Soviet forces,Pauluswas
left with only two options:either fight to the death or surrendéte chose to surrender.
Stalingrad marked the erd of Hitler s obsesste attempt to conquerthe Soviet Union
atthe cost of rougHy two hundred thousam Gemanlives. Later that summer, the Sviet
amy launched a mnessve counter-offensive, from which the Geman amy never
recovered. Accading to Duffy, “Following the degat at Stalingrad there would be no
more blitzkriegs. There would be no more adwances,only a seadyretreatacioss easn
Europe urtil the Geman ammy was forced lack © where it beganin 1939: Gemmary

itself.”*
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Chapter 4

Conclusion

The analysis of Adolf Hitler as amilitary leader has revealed a very complicated man
who placed Is owvn sef-interest alove hs caintry, its pe@le, ard the rest of the world.
Millio ns of people would die from his quest for lebensaum an the warld would agan go
to war. Hitler was cawinced hat he, ard he alone, was capdle of restoring Gemmary to
her rightful placeanong ather nations throughout the warld. Hitler's eaty successnithe
war, aganst the advice of his gererals, seved mly to verify his belief that he was ndeed a
true military genius.As the war lingered on, however, his leadership began to falter.

What these indings abo paint out is that on more than one occason Hitler could
have beenstopped n his tracks f Britain, Frarce, ard the rest of the warld had not stood
idly by ard alowed hm to gan the caifiderce e neededo continue his exparsion to the
west The wald’s tolerance d Hitler's acions, therefore, reinforced hs sel-esteemas a
military leader and dlowed him to implement his oppartunistic strategy one step a atime.
Hitler's repested violations of the Treaty of Versallles should have indicated that he had
more in mind than just protecting Germany’s sovereignty.

Hitler’s srengths as a military leader and the contributions he made to Germany’s war
effort camot be overlooked. His preromeral memory ard keeneye for detail erhanced

his ability to comprehend technical maters and problems with armaments. His
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extraordinary ability to assess the advantages and flaws of military weaponry resulted in
mgor improvements in German tank and warship designs. Hitler’s technical insight was
even more remarkade due b the fact that he did not have a techological or industial
background. Hitler was not only an avid reader of military history, he aso kept himself
well-informed of his enemy’s capabilities such as current weapon systems development
and war production figures—admirable characteristics of good military leadership.

Hitlers weaknesses,however, far outweighed hs stengths. His mistrug of his
military leaders made him sugpect their recommendations and only served to strengthen his
conviction that he, ard he alone, knew what was lest for Gemary. This lead b his
intricate involvement in military métters down to the minute detail. He failed to dlow his
commanders in the field the freedaon to make decsions based on their experierce ard
knowledge of the battlefield. Hitler's military leadership was hampered by his lack of
experience in commanding troops in the field which impaired his ability to assess and
analyze a military situation from the viewpoint of a seasoned military officer.

Hitler’s decison making process was mared by procrastination and failure to involve
his military leaders in maters of srategic importance. He was often secluded and did not
appoach problems in a lbgical manner—in fact just the goposite. Once he reacled a
decsion on anissue, he would sarch for facts to suppat his decsion. His greakeg flaw
in this area was s deermination that his decsion was fnal, therefore neking it was
almost impossible to change his mind even if the facts supported a different solution.

Dunkirk and Stalingrad provide excellent examples of Hitler’s inability to rely on his
gererals advce whch resukted n two diametricaly opposed outcomes. At Durkirk,

thousars of British ard Ferch sddiers lives wee sawed when Hitler issued lte sbp
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order. The battle of Stalingrad, on the other hand, saw thousands of German soldiers lose

their lives by Hitler’s insistence to hold the ground to the last man.
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